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and that I saw it exactly as it had come from the awful mouth of
God Himself. That any sane person should question this had
never entered into my mind, although I had heard the 'infidel'
spoken of as a dreadful abnormality. And here I heard an unbe-
liever speak, and I met him face to face. Nothing had been more
continuously impressed upon me as a child than that he who rejected
even one jot or tittle of the Bible story was a doomed soul, for God
had sworn to 'take away his portion out of the book of life/ The
'infidel* of my imagination was a willing and vicious son of Satan,
whose diabolical work upon the earth he joyfully engaged himself
to do, and dramatic stories of the death-bed agonies and repentances
of unbelievers were, at that time, told to children from their earliest
years. My astonishment when I first saw and heard an 'unbe-
liever' was therefore intense. There was nothing abnormal about
him. He wore a black frock-coat, and he looked as much like a
highly virtuous elder of a nonconformist chapel as any man I had
ever seen. Upon inquiry I learned that he was a most respectable
and respected citizen of the town, a confectioner by trade, a leader
in the Co-operative Movement, a Liberal in politics and, in religious
opinion, an advanced Unitarian. He was also one of the best
open-air speakers I have ever heard and, from him and other
lecturers and preachers, I got my first introduction to a new
conception of life, and of man's earthly duties and responsibilities.
As I remember the teaching that then most impressed me, it
was that the whole duty of man did not consist in passing on his
troubles to an all-personal God, whose throne was to be stormed
by shocks of prayer until He took them upon Himself. Man had
to work as well as pray. He could, and,he should, become an
effective factor in the shaping of his own destiny, and he would
honour God in the proportion that he ceased to think of himself as
the helpless tool of an Almighty and Imperious Will, and regarded
' himself as, in some infinitesimal degree, associated with God the
Creator in the tremendous business of running the universe.
The effect of the impact upon my mind of these strange and
disturbing ideas was to impose upon me the most acute inward
strife and spiritual loneliness. Only those who have had to pass
through that dark valley of disillusionment can understand the
desolation of the journey. The cheaper kind of religious advocate
loves to assert that the doubter enjoys his scepticism, because he is
wilfully wicked and deceitful of heart. How little these shallow
preachers know of the spiritual anxieties and perplexities, the